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The most serious problem of all, however, ment plant has been built in this country since 
may be politics — the institutional mechanisms 1975, even though everybody knows we need 
we rely on for making public decisions. In recent such plants.” [1] Yet even when policy decisions 
years, politics has consistently failed to generate are made, they’re often ineffective because pub- 
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with the substance of issues, but with personali- and should produce good policy products. If 
ties and the exercise of power in seats of gov- they don’t, then, as in the marketplace, we have 
emment, or the fluctuating opinions of average to look elsewhere. Americans believe they aren’t 
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£1 political goods and services supplied by pro- ply do not believe in the capacities of commu- 
ducers — elected officials, interest group direc- nities.” 
tors, and corporate CEOs. This model divides 
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Yankelovich offers a prescription for strengthening the public’s hand in its silent power struggle with the 

experts, by focusing on an issue of rising concern to all: the American public’s eroding ability to influence its 
own future. 



rests on the recognition of fallibility. Communi- ity to act effectively in response to public prob- 
ty associations “proliferate until they create a lems. It is inappropriate because it replaces the 
place for everyone... This democratic opportu- role of citizen with the roles of consumers, 
nity structure assumes that the best idea is the clients, and victims 



0 

ERIC 





all we know, the vast majority of Americans care responses... We as a people. . .must actively 
deeply about education and are serious about come to see what is required of us.” 
wanting to solve the educational crisis. But that’s What is required is the ability and willingness 
not the same thing as being serious and pre- to deliberate, and to make sound judgments as a 
pared to act as a society, or a community. public. As Michael Kinsley has remarked, “the 



central problem of American politics [is] the proposal was developed to create a landfill for 
inability of the electorate to deal with the hard out-of-state solid waste. The county studied the 
reality we all had to leam as small children: that proposal carefully. Public officials talked with 
more of something usually means less of some- people about the proposal. They publicized it 
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in ft judgment The examples are legion of lems by unilaterally devising solutions, publiciz- 
communities whose leaders think they have ing their decisions, and expecting these to be 
found a solution, only to discover the consensus implemented after only a brief explanation. The 
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experiences, needs, and concerns in the process Also, elites can be overly wedded to their 
of responding to the community’s collective favorite solutions to permit a fresh, practical 
problems. reconsideration of persistent problems. Current- 
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iv^mat for convening nationally representative discussions taking place. One model for achiev- 
groups of voters to debate public policy and ing this is the Community Convention, 
character issues facing candidates for public 
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fhe process can take one of several routes, will be transmitted to the Convention proper, 
however, it should combine an open, self-select- This culminating event uses the same framing of 
ed participation process with a random, rep re- the problem and the same deliberative methods 
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mg mim-Conventions they can, m time, build a against different options, people’s comments 
critical mass for support of a particular resolu- taken out of context, or the conclusions individ- 
tion to the community’s problems. uals have reached, but rather the give and take, 

Once the Convention has concluded, it is the reflection, the grappling with a problem, the 
essential for the group to report the results of weighing of consequences of the group as a 
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simple usefulness of community deliberation. At the time and effort required A Community 
the end of the process, 98% thought they would Convention will support itself There should be 
probably participate in another, similar Conven- no need to allocate public funds or to raise 
tion. One participant said: “Participation in the money. It is in the interest of eveiy citizen, eveiy 
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organizers with people who initially take a dif- existing in the community. And don’t forget 
ferent view of the matter to be discussed If you about people who might seem indifferent They 
want to take up race relations, for example, your might care a great deal, but just haven’t often 
organizing group obviously shouldn’t be com- been involved in the past 



economy around the area’s natural and cultural heritage would help sustain the quality and character of life. For 
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or the lessons about public judgment learned drawal from the world need not harm an indi- 
from Daniel Yankelovich’s work are keys to vidual; he may even cultivate great talents to the 
building models of participation that encourage point of genius and so by detour be useful to the 
deliberation. [14] The key to effective democratic world again. But with each such retreat an 
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could obtain in any other fashion. Polls and surveys do not capture what a community thinks, 
because a community is not the same thing as a collection of individuals. A community is not 
equivalent to the sum of all the individuals in a community. Moreover, there is an important dif- 
ference between what the sum total of individuals happen initially to think about some ques- 
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O Michad Briand is the director of the Community Self-Leader 
ship Project a community civic development program designed and 
implemented by the Colorado Community College and Occupational 
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